Not too long ago, at a lighthearted social gathering, I stumbled into a conversation on the United States' martial presence in the Middle East. The person with whom I spoke is a friend of a friend, a young man with a military background. I do not share these ties. We were struggling to find our feet with one another. And despite our best efforts at civility, our talk was taking a turn for the tense.
open to projection and to debate. Regardless of whether it was a denial or an invitation, his question at that moment laid several options before me. Decorum pressed me to say, "Yes." My younger, more careless self might have tagged on a mocking "Sir" to this "Yes" -might have even thrown down an emphatic "No." My older, humbler self might have rested on candor, electing to pause, look the man in the eye, turn up my palms, and say, "I don't know." What I in fact did -as I often do when I lose my social bearings -was attempt to be clever: "How exactly does one oppose the troops?" I asked in return.
The military man smiled. This appeared to be the end of the matter. The more I think about his reaction, the more it strikes me as a merciful one. He rightly could have dismissed my reply for what it was: an evasion of a question that was asked seriously. And even if I could not have refrained from responding to his question with another question, I could have reoriented our conversation with the right question:
"What do you mean by 'support?'" -or, better still, "What do you mean by 'support?'" But each of us could feel the discomfort of the audience that was gathering around our discussion. To prolong it, we knew, would be indecorous. 3 The substance of our exchange lodged in my mind like a splinter. I kept revisiting it, turning it over, playing out alternative endings, trying to soothe its irritations.
To be sure, the expression "support our troops" has never sat well with me. But my conversation with this man revealed linguistic and ethical entanglements that I had not yet recognized. I recalled Noam Chomsky's criticism of the phrase. It fell short of untying these knots. Even so, testing Chomsky's position may be a productive gambit:
[…] the point of public relations slogans like "support our troops" is that they don't mean anything […] that's the whole point of good propaganda: you want to create a slogan that nobody is going to be against and I suppose everybody will be for because nobody knows what it means because it doesn't mean anything, but its crucial value is it diverts your attention from a question that does mean something -"Do you support our policy?" -and that's the one you're not allowed to talk about. 4
As above, I want to bracket the questions of convenience and appropriateness. One may very well say that a difficult conversation such as this one is seldom if ever harmonious with the niceties of a polite gathering -and that we have a (civic) responsibility to have it out anyway. Still, I think it fair to admit that if we insist on fulfilling this responsibility at every opportunity, we may find ourselves no longer attending many parties. There is little doubt that people have used the utterance "support our troops"
propagandistically. It can distract its audience from grave and crucial details. It can confuse the details themselves. But to say that it doesn't mean anything rings false.
When we resist polemics and listen to people such as that young man, other uses of the phrase -applications that exceed the conceptual boundaries of propagandamay show themselves. Even if they do not, our willingness to continue speaking, to go on with one another, depends upon our abilities to attend thoroughly and precisely to why someone has been tempted to take language "on holiday. which suggests not only that we have to find them, to go to where they have wandered, but that they will return only if we attract and command them, which will require listening to them. But the translation is only a little better, because the behavior of words is not something separate from our lives, those of us who are native to them, in mastery of them. The lives themselves have to return. 11
To shepherd our words back home, we have to "attract and command them," and we do this by "listening to them," allowing them to show us where and how and why they have alienated themselves from reality. And since our words are inextricable from our lives, we therein shepherd ourselves back to reality, back down to earth, "back to the rough ground." 12 The roughness is at once our source of mobility and of difficultyof traction and of drag, as it were. It is, at bottom, the only livable habitation we have. 12. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §107. 13. My emphases on attention are indebted to the teaching of Toril Moi in her Fall 2014 seminar on ordinary language philosophy and literary theory. Her forthcoming book on the subject should stimulate conversation for years to come.!
